
The 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution guarantees women the right to vote. It was 
ratified on August 18, 1920, after decades of activism by the women’s suffrage 
movement. 

The text of the amendment is short and powerful: “The right of citizens of the United 
States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on 
account of sex.” 

Before the 19th Amendment, voting rights were largely restricted to men, though some 
western states like Wyoming and Colorado had already granted women voting rights at 
the state level. 

The amendment was the result of more than 70 years of activism. The movement began 
officially at the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, where Elizabeth Cady Stanton and 
Lucretia Mott issued the Declaration of Sentiments. 

Early leaders like Stanton and Susan B. Anthony argued that women deserved equal 
political rights as citizens. Their movement faced resistance, ridicule, and sometimes 
even violence. 

After the Civil War, many suffragists were disappointed that the 15th Amendment (1870) 
granted Black men the right to vote but excluded women. This caused divisions in the 
movement, but the fight continued. 

Organizations like the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), led by 
figures such as Carrie Chapman Catt, worked state by state to win women’s voting rights 
before pushing for a constitutional amendment. 

Another group, the National Woman’s Party (NWP), led by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, 
took a more militant approach, staging protests, hunger strikes, and demonstrations in 
Washington, D.C. 

World War I played an important role in changing public opinion. Women contributed 
massively to the war effort in factories, farms, and hospitals, strengthening the argument 
that they deserved full citizenship. 

In 1919, Congress finally passed the 19th Amendment. It then went to the states for 
ratification, requiring approval by three-fourths of state legislatures. 

The battle in the states was fierce. Some states ratified quickly, while others resisted. The 
final deciding vote came in Tennessee on August 18, 1920. A young legislator, Harry T. 
Burn, changed his vote to “yes” after receiving a note from his mother urging him to 
support women’s rights. 



With Tennessee’s approval, the amendment crossed the threshold for ratification, and on 
August 26, 1920, U.S. Secretary of State Bainbridge Colby certified it into law. 

The victory was monumental. Millions of women across the country were now legally 
allowed to vote, marking one of the biggest expansions of democracy in U.S. history. 

However, not all women benefited equally. In the South, Jim Crow laws such as literacy 
tests, poll taxes, and intimidation continued to block Black women (and Black men) from 
voting. Native American women and many Asian immigrants were also excluded due to 
citizenship restrictions. 

Despite these limitations, the 19th Amendment was a critical step forward. It provided a 
constitutional guarantee of women’s suffrage and gave future movements a foundation 
to fight for broader equality. 

Women’s activism did not stop there. After gaining the vote, many continued to fight for 
civil rights, reproductive rights, equal pay, and political representation, building on the 
momentum of the suffrage movement. 

The 19th Amendment represented the triumph of decades of struggle by women who 
refused to accept second-class citizenship. Though barriers remained, it was a turning 
point in U.S. democracy and a cornerstone of women’s rights. 

 


